The Bullbridge and Sawmills Area

Gazetteer of sites

The drovers’, or pack horse, way is, perhaps, one of the oldest features, following Belper Lane and Ridgeway from Belper, crossing the Amber at Bull Bridge, and following the lane/trackway along what was known as Gas Lane, to Fritchley and Crich. The name Gas Lane (19th/early 20th C) was later changed to Drovers Way in 19??. The name Bullbridge itself indicates a very early bridge over the river Amber (marked ‘Bull Bridge’ on 1698 plan).

Cromford Canal 1792 by William Jessop and Benjamin Outram

Associated structures beginning at the W end:

Hag Tunnel
Boat building dock: 1843 Crich Tithe Award lists this as ‘wharf and docks belonging to Joseph Bowmer.’

Bridge carrying Crich road over the canal; stone, hump-backed; listed Grade II

Wharf and limestone-wagon tippler

Swing bridge for horses to cross canal; later taken to Cromford wharf, listed Grade II

Canal embankment of coursed square stone, approx 100 feet long and 40 feet high with central barrel vaulted tunnel through the embankment (Drovers Way passes through). S end of embankment was demolished during road-widening of the A610 in 1968; listed Grade II

Aqueduct originally spanning turnpike road (now A610), destroyed 1968 during road widening; shale freestone, 200yards long and 50 feet high

Dry dock, infilled early C20

Road bridge over canal, by Waterloo Farm; canal diverted when railway was built. One facade and arch of original 1790 bridge remains intact in cutting beside Waterloo Farm.

Canal tunnel and embankment, Buckland Hollow, approx 30 yds long; listed Grade II

Lime Burning Works (Map Ref. SK 359.524) c. 1792

Five lime-burning kilns, now much decayed; also a remnant of the superstructure of one kiln; much encroached by tree growth

Manager’s house (now Lime Grange) originally a drovers’ Inn (presumably the stone-roofed part of the building - possibly C17 - stables of the original inn?, with drovers’ hostel above). The main, slate-roofed part appears to be early C19.

Lime Cottage possibly C17, with C20 additions

Railway/Tramroad  1792-3

Marked ‘Railway’ on Sanderson’s 1835 map Twenty Miles Round Mansfield. Known as the Butterley Gang Road, it ran one-and-a-half miles from Hilt’s Quarry, Crich, and earlier from nearby Warner Quarry (Sanderson, 1835), carrying limestone to the Cromford canal wharf. The railway rose gently from the quarry floor for 700 yards, then descended steeply to the wharf with gradients between 1 in 80 and 1 in 50. It ran along a stone-walled embankment and then a shallow cutting, to maintain the level. One horse could draw down five loaded, braked wagons, and then pull the empty wagon train back up again. The brake system was simply a wooden bat thrust through holes in the cast iron wagon wheels. From 1813 till 1815 William Brunton’s Steam Horse or Mechanical Traveller, an ingenious steam locomotive using insect-like legs for propulsion, was in use on this line. Originally the railway had a gauge of 3’ 6”, widened to 3’ 9” in the mid C19. The railway ceased working in 1935.

Wharf with a high bank where a tippler overturned the wagons, throwing the limestone directly into a boat. To withstand the violence of this method of loading, the boats were made of rivetted cast-iron plates and lined with thick deal planks.

Wharf-side smithy for wagon, horse and line maintenance 

Associated stables, subsequently destroyed by fire

Stone sleepers from the railway/tramroad have been used to make steps up towards the 1947 council housing estate.

Gunpowder magazine c. ?1827 (Map Ref SK 359.525)

Marked ‘Magazines’ on 1879 OS map 1:25K. Currently a garden feature, used as a garden store, at the rear of Lime Grange. Was there a second magazine on the east side of Drover’s Way?

Park Lodge, Bullbridge Hill mid C19? (Map Ref SK 356.525)
Stone built house with double bayed front and a turret. Used during WWII to house some of the boys from the Railway Servants Orphange, Derby, including George O’Shaughnessey whose part-autobiography is on the Wirksworth Parish Records website http://www.wirksworth.org.uk/B32-AUTO.htm 
Canal Inn Early C19?, (Map Ref SK 357.524) listed Grade II

Reputed to have been an existing farmhouse before the canal was built, which would make it earlier than the listing date – or perhaps there was an earlier building on the site.

Pair of Cottages, 26 & 28 Bullbridge Hill, early to mid C19?, (Map Ref SK 357.523) listed Grade II. Built of coursed squared sandstone, probably for canal workers. The basement was for stabling and is adjacent to the canal.

Cottages beside canal and W of road bridge. Late C18? (Map Ref SK 357.523)

Built of coursed squared sandstone. Originally three cottages, two have been demolished. The surviving cottage was sold to Stevenson’s on the death of the last inhabitant c. 1960 for use as a warehouse. It is currently in a vandalised condition and in danger of damage from ash tree saplings.

Cottage beside canal and E of road bridge. Late C18? (Map Ref SK 358.524)

Built of coursed squared sandstone, perhaps lime-rendered. Demolished c. 1969. Lime-rendered remains of front wall, about 30 ft long, border the canal-side footpath.

A row of four cottages immediately N of the canal bridge on Bullbridge Hill on the W side of the road. Lime rendered, possibly over coursed squared sandstone. Mid C19?
Malt House and ?Brewery (Map Ref. 357.523) pre-dates 1843

1843 Crich Tithe Award lists this as a malt house occupied by Phoebe Poyser; use as a malthouse ceased perhaps during the later C19; typical perforated malthouse bricks were reputedly preserved at Stevenson’s; during the Great War it was used to house German POWs; later used by Stevenson’s as their factory shop. It is currently in a vandalised condition and in danger of damage from ash tree saplings.

Nelson Inn early C19? (Map Ref SK 358.522)
Reputed to have been an existing farmhouse before the canal was built. The mail coach travelling the turnpike road (now the A610) would have called here.

Corn Mill c. 1755 (Map Ref. SK 359.523); demolished 1959 and the site used as a car park for Stevenson’s. Remains of the mill dam can just be seen when the River Amber is low. The mill was situated on the River Amber at Bull Bridge, and powered by a waterwheel; marked ‘Bullbridge Mill (corn)’ on 1880 OS map 1:25K

Millers: Isaac Harrison c. 1800, William Else 1846, James Slack 1862 – when the millwright was George Chell. The last two millstones were reputedly kept by Stevenson’s. An 1840 sketch, commissioned for the opening of the North Midland Railway, shows the mill tail race flowing along the north side of the railway embankment into a small tunnel passing under the canal aqueduct. (Potter, p. 55)

Gas Works c. 1865 (Map Ref. SK 358.522) 

Called The Ambergate, Crich, Bull Bridge and Fritchley Gas Light and Coke Co.

Probable Manager’s house (Hamilton House) is on the corner of Bullbridge Hill and Drovers Way, with large wooden entrance gates and a high brick wall on two sides (partly displaced and rebuilt to give a better sight-line up Bullbridge Hill).

Two Gas holders, demolished c. 1946, one on the corner and one further along Drovers Way.
Dyeworks (Map Ref. SK 358.522)

Stevenson’s the dyers moved into an existing industrial site in 1908. Established in Belper 1893. Dyeworks closed 2008. Many buildings demolished 2009.  A January 1956 press publication states: 

James Stevenson (sic), born in 1802 in the lead mining village of Wensley, near Matlock, became the first cotton bleacher of the family at Wirksworth Moor; next, James Henry, youngest of his six children, introduced to his father’s business the dyeing of pure silk yarns, cotton yarns, and tapes; the third son of James Henry, James Francis, born 1871, and present Chairman, went into business on his own at Belper, as a garment dyer in 1893. By 1908 he was obliged to expand, and moved his premises to the Amber Dye Works, Ambergate. In 1916, owing to a dyers’ strike in Leicester, he was asked to dye yarn for the webbing trade and so resumed the type of work his father had done. This led him on to tape and webbing dyeing, in which the company was well established as early as 1918.

   During the Second World War, silk was no longer delivered to private firms, so the Amber Works turned to the dyeing of wool. They achieved success in this venture when Mr. E. T. Fell and Mr. J. Raynes, analytical chemists, discovered their process called Dylan. Wool and wool mixtures passing through this process during dyeing did not shrink. We have a photograph taken in 1908 of the original Ambegate premises, and an aerial colour photograph taken in 1963 which shows the expansion of the firm over the last fifty years.

Much of the extensive site was demolished in early 2009, leaving the late C19 and early C20 brick buildings semi-demolished, and the lower of the two early 1960s research/office/storage blocks totally demolished but the upper block intact. These two blocks won RIBA awards in 1964. 

Hat Making

B. Warren-Bax (The Hatters’ Gazette, 1st September 1905, p. 498) says that he had been told that ‘hats were made at Bull Bridge,’ although he could find no-one alive then who remembered this. He also mentions the ‘Hat Factory’ at Fritchley which, however, became a row of cottages rather than a place of industry. If hats were made at Bullbridge, they would have been those hard, felt hats, either dyed black or left in natural-coloured wool, traditionally made in Bradwell, which became the pattern for WW1 army tin helmets.

Railways: 

1: North Midland Railway, by George Stephenson 1840, linking Leeds with Derby

Bridge over R. Amber, north side of Ripley Road, Sawmills, (Map Ref SK 360.523), 1838-40, single rock-faced arch with red brick lining; listed Grade II

2: Ambergate and Pyebridge Branch of Midland Railway 1875 via Buckland Hollow. To avoid building two railway bridges over the Cromford canal, the canal was diverted slightly to the north by Waterloo Farm and a new four-arched bridge built. The road from the turnpike (now the A610) to the Ambergate Brick and Tile Works (later General Refractories, now Lockwood’s Haulage) crossed both the canal and the railway.

Signal box where Waterloo Farm lane passes over railway and canal - demolished

Bridge (Map Ref.SK 375.517) over Cromford canal, now at the E end of the Excavator car park

Clay Cross Limeworks, Ambergate 1840-41 (Map Ref SK 352.522)

Built by George Stephenson. Limestone brought from Cliff Quarry, Crich, via ‘The Steep’, a rope-operated incline, and connected to the North Midland Railway by sidings. Therefore not associated with the adjacent Cromford canal at all. Closed down following the 1964 Clean Air Act. Demolished 1966 and the site excavated to make a platform for an extensive North Sea Gas processing plant, demolished in its turn. Currently a Transco/National Grid depot. 

Hopton Wood Stone Co. - Steam Sawmill for cutting stone, 1856, by John Linacre, to the east of Waterloo Farm (Map Ref. SK 364.521). Hence the names ‘Saw Mills’, and later ‘Sawmills’. White’s 1857 Directory states that ‘All kinds of chimney pieces, monuments, tablets, etc are manufactured here using Derbyshire and foreign marbles; also landings, staircases, steps, etc.’ It became Ambergate Brick and Tile Works
Brick Works (Map Ref. SK 364.521)

Marked Ambergate Brick and Tile Works on 1880 OS map 1:25K

Associated coal shaft

Kilns: one round, two oblong

Brick field

The clay workings were subsequently used as a tip (including solids from the dye works), then earth covered when full. Part of the unfilled area is a SSI; part of the brickfield is now Moorlands Road housing estate (2005). The brick works buildings became Stein’s Refractory Mouldings. The site has now expanded again into Lockwood Holdings: processing mushy peas, haulage and warehousing.

The Woodlands C18 or earlier (Map Ref SK 363.522), Ripley Road
Built of coursed squared sandstone, with outbuildings. Probably the oldest building in Sawmills, and originally a farm; now a smallholding. Within living memory a thatched cottage stood in the meadow to the rear (north) of the Woodlands, towards the River Amber. A grassy mound now marks the spot. An avenue of lime trees used to run from the east side of the Woodlands north to the River Amber; it is marked on the 1880 OS map. Land to build Sawmills Village Hall was bought from the Woodlands in 19??; the ARP met there during WWII. An earlier owner of the Woodlands, Mrs Briddon, gave a considerable sum to help build St Mary’s Mission Church (1907) (Map Ref SK 360.522); residents had previously used an upstairs room at the Woodlands for prayer meetings. The Brownies met there, and occasions such as wedding receptions were also held in this upstairs room.

Steam corn mill, 1853 (Map Ref SK 362.522) Built by William Else, ‘near Bull Bridge’(would now be considered to be in Sawmills), a mill of ten horse power. Marked ‘Corn Mill’ on 1880 OS map 1:25K. White’s 1857 Directory lists: Corn Millers: Bower Charles, Bull Bridge; Else William, Bull Bridge Steam Mill (also listed as ‘farmer’) Later became a colour mill (hence the local name of ‘the paint works’ for this building); it is now converted into four cottages.

Ladygrove railway warehouses (Map Ref. SK 367.521), c. 1875?

Three brick-built buildings gable-end on to the road. Converted to six cottages by 1933.

Weslyan Chapel, 1840, Buckland Hollow (Map Ref SK 376.517)

Coursed squared sandstone with an unusual octagonal roof light. Demolished 1968 during widening of the A610 road (un-necessarily, as it turned out. Do the foundations remain?)

Wingfield Park Lodge, Buckland Hollow c. 1860 (Map Ref. SK 376.518)

By George Gilbert Scott in a free early C14 style. Listed Grade II

Excavator pub, Buckland Hollow
Originally an early C19 house of tooled ashlar with hipped slate roof, listed Grade II; later C20 extension to E is of no special architectural interest. One time offices and headquarters of ‘German Wheatcroft & Sons, carriers by canal to all parts of the kingdom’ (White’s Directory, 1857)

Ambergate Brick Works, Buckland Hollow (Map Ref. SK 374.516)

Ridgeway Gritstone Quarry (Map Ref SK 357.514)

High quality sandstone which was used for furnace linings. The rear of the disused quarry is now a SSI; the part nearer the road may be used for house building in the near future.

Ridgeway House, Ridgeway Lane; 1720

Refronted in early C19 with C20 additions; coursed squared stone and ashlar with plain tile roof; listed Grade II

Nether Heage School c1878, later called Ridgeway School (Map Ref. SK 358.516)

June 1878: Albert Hurt sold land to Heage School Board to build this school and also Upper Heage School (later called Parkside Primary School). Derbyshire County Council sold Ridgeway Primary School in 1998 for £90,000. It is now a private dwelling. In 1878 Albert Hurt left a legacy for the benefit of the local community – proceeds from the sale of both schools has gone into this Trust (the land at Parkside School was expected to raise more than £600,000 in 2005). The Albert Hurt Trust is to benefit the pupils and ex-pupils of these schools, who are under 25 years; and also to improve the education of people under 25 provided they live in the parish of Ripley. This can include social or physical training projects.

Old Quaker Meeting House at Nodin Hill Farm (Map Ref SK 357.510)

Now a farm building; late C17; coursed squared sandstone, plain tile roof

Turnpike Roads

Alfreton – Ripley – Ambergate turnpike, c.1760; now the A610

Milepost; cast iron, triangular post; W side inscribed ‘NOTT 16  RIPLEY 2’, E side inscribed ‘CROM 7 CRICH 2’

Toll House, Buckland Hollow (Map Ref SK 373.519)

Now a private house with C20 additions
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